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Summary 



Indonesia faces a major separatist insurgency in the province of Aceh in northern 
Sumatra. The Indonesian government has proposed autonomy for Aceh, but insurgents 
demand independence. Negotiations and cease-fires have been unsuccessful. 
Indonesian civilian leaders have been unable to control the Indonesian military, whose 
aggressive actions in Aceh produce frequent reports of human rights abuses and 
alienation of the populace. The Bush Administration has urged Indonesia to seek a 
political settlement; but it has been hesitant to deal with the military’s actions and seeks 
renewed ties with the military in order to cooperate against terrorism. 



The Indonesian government faces separatist movements in several parts of the 
Indonesian archipelago. The emergence and/or growth of these movements have been 
influenced by the collapse of the Suharto government in 1998 and East Timor’s decision 
for independence in a United Nations-sponsored referendum of August 31, 1999. The 
most serious of these movements is in the province of Aceh. Aceh is located on the 
northern tip of Sumatra, the westernmost of Indonesia’s major islands. Aceh is positioned 
on the Malacca Strait opposite Malaysia, a strategic waterway connecting the Pacific and 
Indian oceans. Aceh’s population is estimated at five million. The population is 
predominantly Muslim. Aceh has abundant resources of natural gas and timber. Exports 
of natural gas from Aceh provide the central government with about $1 billion annually. 1 

The Separatist Movement 

Aceh Merdeka (Free Aceh or GAM) came into existence in the 1970s and issued a 
declaration of independence in 1976. GAM is waging an insurgency with a military force 
estimated at 5,000. GAM’s political goals appear to have substantial public support, 
especially for the proposal to hold a referendum on independence vs. union with 
Indonesia. However, some of GAM’s tactics — forced “taxation,” kidnapping, 
assassinations of pro-Indonesian Acehnese, and criminal activities — have drawn 
criticism from Acehnese. GAM has apolitical organization throughout Aceh. Indonesian 



1 Arnold, Wayne. Exxon is Preparing Return to Rebel Area in Indonesia. New York Times, June 
19, 2001. p. Wl. 
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commanders in Aceh have acknowledged that community leaders, religious leaders, and 
local government officials do not support Indonesian security forces against the GAM. 2 

GAM professes the aim of establishing Aceh as an Islamic kingdom but not as a 
fundamentalist Islamic state. Most of its arms reportedly come from Southeast Asian 
sources through supply routes in southern Thailand. Its official leader, Hasan de Tiro, is 
exiled in Sweden. He is U.S. -educated, at Columbia University in New York and Plano 
University in Texas. He describes himself as pro-U.S. GAM condemned the September 
1 1 terrorist attack on the United States and voiced support for the U.S. campaign against 
terrorism. 3 However, GAM attacked the Arun natural gas facilities of the U.S. company, 
Exxon-Mobil, and drew a warning from the U.S. State Department. GAM claims that 
Exxon-Mobil collaborates with the Indonesian military (TNI) and is complicit in the 
human rights abuses committed by the TNI. 4 

The causes of separatism and alienation in Aceh are a combination of four factors: 

(1) Aceh has a distinct history as an independent kingdom from the 15 th century until 
the beginning of the 20 lh century. It maintained diplomatic and consular relations with 
several states, including Great Britain. It exchanged diplomatic notes with the United 
States. 5 In 1873, the Dutch invaded Aceh and conquered it after a war that lasted until 
1904. Hasan de Tiro is a descendant of the last Sultan, who was killed fighting the Dutch. 

(2) There has been a progressive alienation of the population in reaction to the 
policies of successive Indonesian governments since Indonesia won independence from 
the Netherlands in 1949. The Indonesian government abolished the province of Aceh in 
1950, prompting the first revolt of the Acehnese in the early 1950s. In 1959, the 
Indonesian government declared Aceh a special territory with autonomy in religious and 
education affairs, but the government never implemented this special status. From the 
1960s, Aceh was subject to increased centralization of power in Jakarta under President 
Suharto. Revolts, aiming at independence, occurred in the 1970s and late 1980s. 

(3) Extensive human rights abuses by the TNI have been documented. Military 
abuses of civilians reportedly became common from the 1970s to the present. Abusive 
tactics have included the murder, torture, and arbitrary arrests of politically active 
Acehnese (especially those who advocate a referendum), members of non-government 
organizations (NGOs), and human rights workers. Retaliation is a major source of abuses. 
In response to GAM attacks and ambushes, military units often enter nearby villages and 
summarily execute residents, usually the male residents. Some of these executions 
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